Introduction
T ahanks to widespread immunization, Haemophilus influenzae b has become a rarity, and gram-positive cocci are among the most common bacterial infections seen by the pediatrician. Streptococcus pneumoniae colonizes the respiratory tract and can cause upper and lower respiratory infections and occasionally bacteremia with metastatic seeding (e.g., meningitis). Staphylococcus aureus colonizes skin and mucous membranes and, if there is a break in these structures, it can produce cellulitis or an abscess and rarely disseminate, with a tendency to infect bones and joints. Group A streptococci (GAS) can cause pharyngitis, cellulitis, and abscesses (hence the name S. pyogenes) and also disseminate. Interestingly, the clinical significance of these three organisms is changing. For the first two, an important factor is the development of resistance to commonly used antibiotics. For the latter, it is a completely different phenomenon.
At the beginning of the 20th century two diseases associated with GAS caused great concern: rheumatic fever and scarlet fever. However, at least in the developed world, both diseases declined progressively and became less lethal, until the mid 1980s when outbreaks of rheumatic fever reappeared. At the same time, other severe invasive forms of GAS infection were also reported with increased frequency. Since for GAS there has not been a formal reporting system it is difficult to estimate the magnitude to which these diseases are emerging; however, reports such as the one So, what advice can be given to the pediatrician? In one word, beware. GAS has been, and will be, a pediatric pathogen for a long time. The manifestations of the disease continue to evolve: we are witnessing times of increased virulence translating into more severe illnesses, both locally and systemically. All forms of GAS infection require prompt recognition, evaluation, and therapy, under close monitoring. Most cases will recover uneventfully, but some might need further interventions, which sometimes can be truly life-saving.
